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Introduction 
Speaking tasks come in a wide range of types 
and varieties, ranging from simple question-and-
answer interview tasks to complex logical-thinking 
and debate tasks to narrative and decision-making 
tasks. The inherent structure of a speaking task can 
place a range of cognitive demands on the learner 
as well as leading to a range of linguistic outcomes. 
This variety can lead to the stretching of linguistic 
resources to facilitate the completion of the task, and 
therefore facilitate language growth (Larsen-Freeman, 
2009). However, this paper will primarily examine 
how manipulating the staging of a speaking task can 
lead to a variety of outcomes from a single task. 
Complexity, accuracy and fluency 
As stated above, speaking tasks can come in a 
variety of sizes and shapes, and in order to cover this 
variety, this paper will loosely define speaking tasks 
as tasks that involve the meaningful communica-
tion of ideas between two people through spoken 
interaction (Willis and Willis, 2009) and designed to 
promote spontaneous communication or the devel-
opment of it. In addition to the aim of promoting a 
range of outcomes from speaking tasks, this paper 
will also provide teachers with widely-used evalu-
ation tools that can be used to assess the efficacy of 
their speaking tasks. The primary areas of evalua-
tion here will be complexity, accuracy and fluency, 
common measures used by researchers to investigate 
speaking performance (Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005). 
Complexity is the degree of lexical and syntactic 
sophistication of the language used. This can be 
operationalised as the range of language used, and is 
usually the ‘outer envelope’ of the learner’s language 
competence. Some common measures include the 
amount of subordination, mean length of turn, total 
number of verb groups, and type-token ratios. 
Accuracy is the degree to which the language reflects 
the norms of the target language. Common accuracy 
measures include the number of errors per 100 words 
or the percentage of error free clauses. 
Fluency is the degree to which language can be 
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produced without hesitation or repetition as well as 
the speed at which language can be articulated. Some 
common approaches for measuring fluency include 
number of meaning ful syllables per minute (ie 
discounting repetition, false starts and fillers), mean 
length of run (ie number of words between pauses of 
½ - 1 second), and filled/unfilled pause number and 
length. 
Common speaking task structures 
In addition to clarifying areas of evaluation of 
speaking task performance, it is also important to 
clarify the various stages of a speaking task and how 
the task itself sits within them. There is considerable 
scope for variety in the staging of speaking tasks, 
such that all stages can be considered somewhat fluid 
with the various stages blending into one another. In 
a ‘traditional’ conceptualisation, there would be 3 
basic stages, the pre-task, where there are opportuni-
ties for planning, language development, text-based 
tasks and schema activation. This is followed by the 
task itself, then some form of follow-up stage where 
there are opportunities for reflection and feedback 
(Ellis, 2005). However, there are multiple ways that 
this structure can be manipulated, for example, in 
following a Test-Teach-Test structure (Thornbury, 
2005) the first stage of the process would be an 
unprepared attempt at the task, followed by facili-
tated opportunities for learning. In this stage, there 
could be activities such as error treatment, analysis 
of a model text, or strategic planning of a repeti-
tion of the task. This is then followed by the task 
itself, which many then also be followed by further 
debrief, reflection or extension. Also, if using a 4-3-2 
activity (Maurice, 1983), where learners do the same 
speaking task 3 times with decreasing amounts 
of time in each attempt, there may be some of the 
usual pre-task activities, but then the task itself is 
preformed 3 times, and the first two attempts could 
be considered as preparations for the final two-
minute attempt. This could even be followed by 
further post-task activities. Flipped classrooms also 
allow for further flexibility of traditional structures 
as pre-or post-task activities may take place outside 
of the classroom, often using an online platform. As 
such, the traditional conceptualisations of pre-task, 
task and post-task can have considerable variation 
with the boundaries between each blurred. 
The pre-task stage
As per the typical order of most speaking tasks, the 
pre-task phase will be discussed first. While it may 
be the inclination of most teachers to push learners 
into producing language immediately and spontane-
ously on previously unseen topics and ‘helpfully’ 
encouraging them to ‘talk’; there are a range of 
reasons why this can be extremely challenging for 
learners and lower level learners in particular, espe-
cially if only one attempt at a task is allowed. While 
such an approach would represent, to an extent, the 
spontaneity of many spoken interactions, it is not in 
fact the ideal condition for language development 
due to the demands of simultaneously formulating 
ideas and producing language. In fact, it ‘runs the 
risk that learners will constantly be improvising…
while having to pay some considerable attention 
to the content of what they want to say’ (Kramsch, 
2009, p 209). This aligns with the limited attentional 
capacity model of language cognition which posits 
that attention can only be paid to certain areas of 
language competence at any one time (Skehan, 1998). 
Attention, in this model, is best conceptualised as 
a spotlight on a stage where the light can only be 
shone on a narrow area of space with other areas of 
cognition afforded less 'light'. In terms of complexity, 
accuracy and f luency, it would mean that learners 
would only be able to devote substantial attentional 
resources to one area, or sub-area, to the detriment or 
at least not to the benefit of the others. Also of rele-
vance is Levelt’s model of speech production (1989). 
This model considers three stages in the production 
of speech which are the initial conceptualisation of 
ideas, the formation of language to express the ideas 
and the physical articulation of the sound.
One issue with the improvised nature of spontaneous 
talk is that opportunities for language used, or more 
often than not, not used, are lost without appropriate 
follow-up and ref lection tasks. (See later in this 
paper for further discussion). Thus, the nature of 
the talk produced in such activities is that it is often 
deficient in one or more of the three key variables 
under examination here, namely complexity, accu-
racy and fluency. In order to mitigate that, allowing 
for pre-task strategic planning (Foster & Skehan, 
1998) can allow learners space to prepare ideas as 
well as language before performing the task proper, 
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and this is especially true for lower level learners. 
Skehan, Xiayue, Qian, and Wang (2012) found that 
the primary gains for learners with this form of plan-
ning are in terms of complexity and fluency, but not 
for accuracy. This pre-task stage can also be used 
as an opportunity to plan language as in planning 
content learners will inevitably be able to notice gaps 
in their linguistic ability (Swain, 1998) and fill them 
prior to production. A further advantage for allowing 
planning time is for teachers to assist with input of 
language the learners actually want to use to express 
the ideas they want to say, thus circumventing many 
of the issues with apriori language selection where 
the language selected, with good intentions, do not 
match the ideas learners intend to express. This 
also allows the learners to express themselves with 
language meaningful to them now (Freeman & 
Freeman, 1998) and to a degree empowers learners 
to control what is learned and is relevant to them 
and moves away from a banking pedagogy of purely 
teacher generated input (Freire, 1970), both of which 
have advantages for acquisition and motivation as 
well as facilitating self-efficacy in the language 
learning process and thus leading to the kinds of 
complexity gains described above.
The post-stage stage
While the pre-task phase can be most suitably 
exploited to develop complexity and fluency, it is the 
post-task stage that is ideally suited to the develop-
ment of accuracy, especially when incorporated 
with an opportunity to repeat the task, which can 
lead to the automatization of any accuracy-based 
improvements. One way to facilitate improvements 
in accuracy is via teacher feedback, but one of the 
disadvantages of doing this in a live, group-class 
situation is the impossibility of providing detailed, 
individual feedback for each learner. Individual feed-
back is the ideal as each learner can receive specific 
advice on how to improve specific to their own 
competence. 
This is impossible in most cases, so the simplest way 
to afford accuracy improvements is to allow for a 
repeat task, as this has been shown to lead to prog-
ress in accuracy, as learners realise errors and can 
self-correct, leading to progress or automatization of 
partially learned forms (Wang, 2009). Often though, 
learners are more demanding of direct feedback from 
the teacher as they are not always aware of the errors 
they are making and are often all too conscious 
of this fact. One way to facilitate this process is 
through the use of transcription, whereby learners 
either individually, in pairs or in groups transcribe 
a recording of their talk, improve it themselves, 
submit it to the teacher for further correction, then 
repeat the task. This process, or variations thereof, 
have been shown to lead to substantial improvements 
in terms of accuracy and both lexical and syntactic 
complexity (Lynch, 2007; Menim, 2012; Stones, 
2013) in repetitions of the same task in both the short 
term (eg a week later), but also, crucially, in later 
repetitions of similar tasks, suggesting some stability 
to the gains accrued through this process. However, 
due to the time constraints involved, parts of this 
process, usually the correction and transcription 
phases, would have to take place outside the class-
room and therefore across a number of class sessions, 
and this comes with a significant time burden if the 
teacher is to be involved in checking transcripts. 
One notable finding relating to this process can be 
found in a study by Li (2010) that found that simply 
the ‘threat’ of a later requirement to transcribe a 
talk and improve it for accuracy lead to statistically 
significant on-task improvements in accuracy. This 
is of note as it demonstrates that awareness of post-
task conditions can lead to alterations in on-task 
performance due to a shifting of attention towards 
the area targeted by the post-task activities. This has 
significant implications for the information teachers 
choose (or choose not) to release to learners prior to 
task commencement. There are also implications for 
assessment design as it is likely that the weighting of 
assessment criteria to any specific-sub skill can lead 
to learners prioritising attention on-task to the skill 
areas targeted by the assessment. 
While stated above that the post-task stage is the 
ideal place for leading to gains in accuracy, one way 
in which a pre-task stage can be exploited for such 
purposes is through a transcription-like process. The 
difference in these cases is that the learners may 
go through some typical pre-task activities, such as 
reading a text on the topic, or some vocabulary or 
skills-based language input, but following that, work 
to build dialogues from the ground up. Here, instead 
of doing a ‘live’ initial performance, learners would 
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instead work with a partner to build a script of a 
dialogue, and then perform it for peers. The extra time 
and attentional space aforded through this process 
will lead to accuracy and complexity improvements 
in the ‘live performance’. When activities such as 
these are performed, it is also good to allow a delayed 
repetition of the task, some time after the initial 
task has been performed in order to consolidate and 
better automatise gains made in the creation of the 
initial dialogue. A further, if less communicative, 
way that the pre-task can be manipulated is through 
the memorisation of key segments of a dialogue, 
such as turn-initial expressions for agreement or 
disagreement or through the memorisation of part 
or all of a dialogue. Parts of the dialogue can be 
gradually removed using a PowerPoint slideshow with 
words gradually disappearing as the slides advance, 
or by rubbing them from the board or covering them 
with thick ink on an OHC or other visualiser in 
variations of the common ‘disappearing dialogues’ 
task (Thornbury, 2005). While memorisation is 
unfashionable, it has been shown to be a popular 
tool used by high-proficiency learners to scaffold 
performance and also achieve automatization of new 
expressions culled from various authentic sources 
of the learners own choosing (Ding, 2007; Dai and 
Ding, 2010), and has considerable scope for accuracy 
improvements. 
Task repetition 
The final and surprisingly simple way that tasks can 
be elaborated is in the post-task stage. By simply 
allowing for a repetition of the same task under the 
same conditions, learners have been shown to make 
gains in all three key areas: complexity, accuracy 
and f luency. In fact, when compared to manipula-
tion of other task variables, such as greater online 
planning (ie performing the task slower than in other 
conditions), guided, strategic (pre-task) planning and 
unguided planning, simple repetition of the same 
task lead to considerably greater gains in complexity, 
accuracy and fluency (Wang, 2009). This suggests 
that the actual performance of a task requires atten-
tion to all aspects of Levelt’s (1989) model and that 
the level and depth of attention required for all 
stages when actually performing the task appears to 
outweigh increased attention to any one area afforded 
when manipulating other task variables, such as the 
greater activation of the conceptualisation of ideas 
when strategic pre-task planning is added. This 
simple addition of allowing the learners to complete 
the same task again would allow, therefore, for 
considerable improvements even without additional 
language input or layers of task complexity. However, 
when utilising such tasks in the language classroom, 
it can be important to bring some variation into the 
repeat tasks, especially at higher levels, as repeating 
the same task with the same person can be somewhat 
repetitive and become more drill-like than mean-
ingful communication. The communicative value 
is lost in repeat tasks as the interlocuter has already 
heard the ideas being conveyed by the first speaker. 
Thus, varying the task to still retain and build the 
cognitive fluency gained by the initial tasks but still 
allow for meaningful communication of ideas is key 
(Segalowitz, 2010). A simple way to do this is to 
re-pair or regroup the students for each repetition of 
the task in a ‘speed-dating’ style. Depending on the 
task type, the variation brought by a new interlocuter 
can lead to opportunities to use the same language 
to be lost, as the new interlocuter may have diver-
gent views when compared to the interlocuter in the 
first task attempt if engaging in an opinion exchange 
task. Despite this, the initial stage of Levelt’s (1989) 
model, conceptualisation, is partly taken care of, 
and the reduced attention required for this stage of 
the model would allow for attention elsewhere and 
still lead to improvements, though the greatest gains 
would be where content of the discussion is similar 
to the first task attempt, such as in narrative tasks. 
A further way to bring some meaningful varia-
tion is to allow for a report to a new partner on the 
previous discussion. In this variation, learners simply 
summarise to a new partner the content of the earlier 
discussion, thus allowing for meaningful repetition 
but also with a certain amount of novelty. The task 
type that is most likely to afford the greatest gains is 
a form of monologue such as a narrative type task, 
as the monologic nature means the contributions of 
an interlocuter do not need to be taken into account 
when performing the task. 
Another area to consider is the reaction of the 
learners themselves to be required to repeat a task 
with apparently identical parameters. Learners often 
react with some surprise when asked to do the same 
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thing again, unless the benefits of task repetition are 
explicitly stated to them. To mitigate this, teachers 
can, after the first task performance, announce that 
that was simply a ‘practice’, and that the task proper 
is coming now with a new partner. An additional 
way that teachers can add some complexity to task 
repetitions is to have learners set goals between task 
attempts. As shown above, focused attention on 
specific aspects of language competence can lead 
to gains in those areas, so having learners set goals 
for the repeat performance, such as goals for use of 
specific discussion skills or phrases or other useful 
expressions, should lead to their more effective use. 
The setting of a specific, desirable goal has been 
shown to be effective in enhancing academic perfor-
mance (Oettingen & Gollwitzer, 2010). Such varia-
tions can lead to a spiralling process of improvement 
where in each task repetition teachers introduce 
ways in which the language used could be complexi-
fied or performance otherwise enhanced to beyond 
that in improvised conditions. Additionally, teachers 
can blend some of the pre-task stages with task 
repetitions. A task may have some typical lead-in 
activities, but following the first task performance, 
a further planning stage could be added where pairs 
are created from different groups and the repeat task 
planned with the new partners. This pattern is best 
suited to the conceptualisation of ideas, stage one 
of the Levelt (1989) model, but there is scope for 
improvement for language-based areas of the model 
due to the increased cognitive space afforded by the 
repetition. A further variation would be for learners 
to listen to a recording of the initial performance, 
reformulate some areas of notable weakness and then 
perform the task again. This can easily implemented 
with any voice recording app. available on any smart 
phone. These various forms of staggered complexi-
fication can help make explicit the gains learners 
are making in each subsequent repetition; this form 
of incremental progression and increased challenge 
is likely to appeal to higher-level learners who may 
easily complete an initial performance of the task, 
but with the bar being consistently raised with each 
repetition, learners will be able to realise tangible 
gains in different areas of spoken-language compe-
tence. 
Further to this, technology can afford a variety 
of possibilities for task repetition, with f lipped 
classrooms and a range of asynchronous options for 
spoken-task repetition. These can act as pre-or post-
task stages where learners either perform a pre-lesson 
initial attempt at a task, or upload an improved version 
at a later date. Widely used social media platforms 
such as Facebook or YouTube allow for the creation 
of private groups to which learners can upload videos 
and make comments on them. Another excellent tool 
for asynchronous discussion is VoiceThread (2018), 
where learners can hold a discussion at distance, by 
recording audio/video contributions to an ongoing 
discussion thread. Learners can listen back to their 
own and classmates’ prior contributions, and the site 
allows for the uploading of initial media stimulus, 
such as a Ted talk or news article as a primer for 
discussion, or as material to enhance an ongoing 
discussion. The platform allows for the recording 
to be made on a computer or smartphone as well as 
having a comments function. 
Conclusion 
As shown above, there are a variety of options avail-
able for teachers to expand on simple speaking tasks 
and task-based lesson structures with possibilities 
that facilitate development in a variety of areas. 
Most notable of all is the benefit of task repetition 
with the potential to add layers of complexity to the 
task and task structure that can facilitate develop-
ment of complexity, accuracy and fluency in spoken 
language. In all cases, the structure and nature of 
the chosen speaking task would lead to there being 
advantages and disadvantages to all of the above 
stated methods, and teachers need to be judicious and 
purposeful in selecting the approach that best suits 
their learners’ abilities, goals as well as institutional 
constraints and the task types that best align with 
them.
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